THE COMPTROLLER GENERAL
OF THE UNITED STATES

WABHINGTON, D.C. 2085486

FILE: B-214339 DATE: July 16, 1984
MATTER OF: all-Pro Turf, Inc.
DIGEST:

Where protester's disagreement with the con-
tracting agency's sole-source determination
is essentially a disagreement with the
agency's judgment concerning its technical
requirements, the protester has not carried
its burden of proving that the agency's
sole-source determination has no rational
basis.

All-Pro Turf, Inc. protests the Department of the
Air Force's issuance of request for proposals (RFP) No.
F05611-84-R-0005 as a sole-source procurement to Monsanto
Company. The RFP calls for the furnishing and installing
of an indoor synthetic turf system im the Cadet Field

House at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs,
Colorado.

The RFP specifications require turf with a face fiber
of nylon, knitted fabric construction, and a high density
underpad. All-Pro produces a polypropylene turf with
tufted fabric construction and an underpad of lesser
density than the required specification. The protester
argues that its product will meet the agency's minimum
needs at a lower price then will Monsanto's and that we
should direct the Air Force to cancel the RFP and adver-
tise on a competitive basis.

We find no legal basis to object to the conduct of
this procurement.

BACKGROUND

The Air Force originally issued an invitation for
bids (IFB) for the requirement, but received letters from

018U

PURTTES



B-214339

two prospective bidders, All-Pro and SuperTurf, Inc.,
complaining that the specifications as written could be
met by only one manufacturer, Monsanto, thereby eliminat-
ing competition. The contracting officer then postponed
the bid opening in order that the needs of the government
might be reevaluated.

The civil engineers and the athletic department of
the Air Force Academy reviewed the specifications and
evaluated the products available from the three known
sources of synthetic turf systems. The three systems
were:

1. All-Pro Turf, polyloom 10, polypropylene;
2., Monsanto AstroTurf, nylon 6-6, and
3. SuperTurf '84, polypropylene

The Air Force found that only Monsanto's AstroTurf offers
all of the features considered essential, which include
high fire safety standards, high breaking strength and
toughness standards, and high density underpad standard.
Accordingly, the IFB was canceled and the Air Force issued
the sole-source RFP to Monsanto.

THE SPECIFICATIONS

The specific features which the Air Force emphasizes
as essential to its minimum needs are:

1. face fiber of nylon with flammability
measured by a critical radiant flux
value in excess of 0.2 watts per sguare
centimeter;

2. knitted fabric construction with a grab
tear strength of at least 350 pounds,
and a tuft bind value of 25 pounds; and

3. underpad density of 7 pounds per cubic
foot.

The protester argues that the Air Force's require-
ments were written to match Monsanto specifications, and
contends that the agency acted unreasonably by not includ-
ing an "equal" clause in the specification to permit
competition. All-Pro contends that its performance record
under previous contracts contradicts the Air Force's claim
that only the stated specifications will meet the Air
Force's minimum needs; All-Pro states that its product is
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used at the indoor practice facility at the University of
Michigan and at the University of Arkansas. All-Pro also
points out that the Army at West Point has written "brand
name or equal® specifications to allow competitive bidding
for artificial turf installation.

The Air Force rebuts All-Pro's argument concerning
the firm's other installations by pointing out that the
Cadet Field House is an indoor complex with unique
features. The agency notes that, in contrast, the West
Point facility is outdoors. The Air Force also states
that the University of Michigan's indoor practice facility
is not comparable to the Cadet Field House. The Air Force
reports that the Cadet Field house complex is joined to
the Cadet Gymnasium via an underground tunnel and includes
arenas; a dormitory; locker, shower and restroom facili-
ties; training and weight room; storage areas, and
offices. Because of the nature of the indoor facility,
the Air Force contends that the highest fire safety and
material standards are necessary.

(1) Face fiber

The Air Force wants a nylon face fiber primarily
because the melting point of nylon is higher than that of
polypropylene. In making the nylon determination, the
agency considered a flammability test conducted by the
Fire Department of the City of Irving, Texas. The test
was conducted on 2 x 3 inch samples of AstroTurf and
SuperTurf and their underpads. Approximately 1/2 an
eyedropper of gasoline was placed on each sample. Two
matches were then simultaneously lit, placed on each
sample, and a clock was started. The result of the
test was that the AstroTurf sample burned for 1 minute and
20 seconds leaving the sample slightly scored, while the
SuperTurf sample burned for 14 minutes until the sample
was totally consumed and molten polypropylene remained.
The agency states that it conducted its own fire tests on
AstroTurf, SuperTurf and All-Pro Turf samples and obtained
the same results with the nylon and polypropylene as did
the Irving, Texas Fire Department.

The Air Force contends that these tests reveal that
the nylon product is the less flammable of the two
surfaces and that the polypropylene is so combustible as
to be a hazard to property and personal safety. Since
the synthetic turf is to be placed in a multi-purpose
indoor facility, which houses numerous public functions,
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the agency contends that the highest fire safety standards
must be required in order to meet the government's minimum
needs.

While All-Pro admits that a nylon face fiber does
offer a higher melting point than a polypropylene face
fiber, All-Pro argues that the Irving, Texas fire test is
neither a recognized nor appropriate testing method for
these products. The protester further argues that since
All-Pro's turf was not tested, the Irving test cannot
be considered a reasonable ba51s for the flammablllty
specification in any event.

(2) Fabric construction

The Air Force wants the artificial turf system to
have a knitted fabric construction because the agency
determined that knitted fabrics offer greater breaking
Strength and toughness than tufted fabrics. The bases
for this determination were a statement to that effect
by the Georgia Institute of Technology, and the Air
Force's experience with its present nylon knitted surface
artificial turf system, which has required minimum
maintenance and has not had problems with cuts, tears, or
individual fiber pullouts. The agency states that high
breaking strength and toughness is necessary because the
facility is used for multi-purpose activities, and heavy
vehicles are driven an parked on the synthetic surface.

All-Pro denies that knitted fabric construction is
superior to tufted construction, and argues that the Air
Force specification for fabric strength is not based on
the appropriate tests. The protester contends that fabric
strength should not be measured only by the grab tear
Sstrength and the tuft bind value, as in the specification,
since artificial turf is not destroyed by pulling out
tufts of fiber. Rather, the protester contends that the
turf is destroyed by wear over a long period of time, and
that an abrasion-resistance test for textile fabrics
therefore should have been conducted.

(3) Underpad

The Air Force wants the highest density underpad
available to alleviate creeping or stretching of the
artificial turf under heavy loads. The agency believes
Such a high density will allow the underpad to return to
its original thickness after depression and removal of
the force, and provide higher resistance to breakage,
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dimensional change, and longer life because of a greater
amount of material. The agency states that a higher
density underpad is imperative because of the unusual
manner in which the area is utilized, which includes
static and rolling loads from heavy vehicles.

The protester argues that the density of an underpad
is irrelevant when comparing different materials, as in
this case. According to the protester, it takes twice the
density of the Astro-Turf polyvinyl chloride pad to pro-
duce the same results as the All-Pro polyethylene pad.
Additionally, the protester states that heavy equipment
such as television vans have operated on All-Pro Turf
without any adverse effects.

DISCUSSION

Because of the requirement for maximum practical
competition in the conduct of government procurements, an
agency's decision to procure on a sole-source basis is
subject to close scrutiny by our Office. International
Harvester Company, 61 Comp. Gen. 388 (1982), 82-1 CPD
1 459. Where, however, a contracting agency provides a
rational justification for its view that only one source
of supply can meet its requirements, the burden is on
the protester to present evidence that shows that a
sole-source procurement in fact is unwarranted. EMI
Medical Inc.; Picker Corporation, B-195487, Feb. 6, 1980,
80-1 CPD ¢ 96.

The requirements at issue are based on safety and
operational needs as identified by the civil engineers
and the athletic department of the Air Force Academy.

The requirements are deemed essential to the safe and
efficient operation of the artificial turf system. The
crux of All-Pro's protest is, in our view, that it has
greater technical expertise and a better knowledge of

the features required for the artificial turf system

than does the agency. It is well-settled, however, that
the determination of an agency's minimum needs is largely
a matter of discretion on the part of the agency's con-
tracting officials. A procuring agency's technical
conclusions concerning its actual needs are entitled

to great weight and will be accepted by our Office unless
there is a clear showing that the conclusions are
arbitrary, Rack Engineering Company, B-208615, March 10,
1983, 83-1 CPD ¢ 242; it is not normally our function to
conduct an independent analysis of a contracting agency's
minimum needs.
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We thus are faced with a technical dispute. All-Pro
has not shown that the Air Force's technical conclusions
are arbitrary or unreasonable, but only that it believes
they are wrong. Mere disagreement with the technical
judgments supporting an agency's grounds for a sole-
source procurement, however, does not carry a protester's
burden to prove that there is no rational basis for the
sole-source determination. EMI Medical Inc.; Picker
Corporation, supra.

With respect to All-Pro's contention that, notwith-
standing the Air Force's conclusions, All-Pro's product
has been recognized in other procurements as being equal
to Monsanto's product, the fact is that the Air Force has
pParticular minimum needs to be met, so that the way other
agencies met their own particular needs does not estab-
lish that the Air Force is acting unreasonably. See Rack
Engineering Company, Ssupra.

Finally, the monetary saving All-Pro contends is
available if it is permitted to compete is irrelevant,
since the firm has not shown that it can meet the govern-
ment's minimum needs.

The protest is denied.

Dl ot

Comptroller General
of the United States
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